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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR SINGLE WIRE SIGNALLING OF 
REQUEST TYPES IN A COMPUTER SYSTEM HAVING A POINT TO POINT 

HALF DUPLEX INTERCONNECT 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention pertains to computer systems. More particularly, the 
invention pertains to distinguishing critical and best effort access requests via a single 
wire in a computer system having a point to point half duplex interconnect. 

Background of the Invention 

Since the advent of computer systems, there has been a continuous push to 
reduce production costs in order to provide quality systems at reduced monetary costs. 
One major factor that increases production costs is the expense associated with inter- 
chip connections. The number of pins that are necessary to make chip connections 

increase production costs of a computer system. As a result, there is an ever-increasing 

demand to make inter-chip connections fast and narrow. 

In typical chipsets, the two major classes of data traffic are best effort (or 

asynchronous (i.e., traffic must eventually be delivered)) and critical (or isochronous 

(i.e., data must be delivered within a specified time)). In computer systems where best 

effort and critical traffic classes compete for a shared resource, the quality of service 

received by critical traffic can generally be improved if arbitration for the resource is 

aware of the class of the pending requests. However, the arbiter for the shared resource 
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typically cannot distinguish whether a pending request is best effort or critical. As a 

result, the arbiter must either assume all requests are best effort or assume all requests 

are critical. 

Assuming all requests are best effort may result in poor latency if a pending 
5 request is actually critical since a plurality of requests from one device competing for 
the resource may be completed before granting access to another device. Assuming all 

requests are critical results in alternating between each competing device on a request 
by request basis. The alternating scheme results in tighter latency for critical 
performance. Nevertheless, there is degradation in performance for best effort requests 

10 because of the cost of turnarounds. Each turnaround consumes one or more clock 
cycles on the interface for electrical turnaround. Thus in the presence of back to back 
best effort requests there is a degradation of effective bandwidth due to the wasted 
clocks for interface turnaround. One method of distinguishing whether a pending 
request is best effort or critical is to add a pin for each type of request at each device 

15 competing for the shared resource. However, the addition results in an extra two pins 
at each device. The addition of such a high quantity of pins is undesirable since it 
results in an increase of cost. Therefore, a method and apparatus for signaling of 
critical and best effort requests is desired. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 



The invention is illustrated by way of example and not limitation in the figures 
of the accompanying drawings, in which like references indicate similar elements, and 
in which: 

5 Figure 1 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a computer system; 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a memory control hub 
(MCH) and an input/output control hub (ICH) connected via a hub interface bus; 

Figure 3 is a block diagram of a preempt wire segment of a hub interface; 

Figure 4 is a flow diagram for one embodiment of the operation of a hub 
10 interface agent signaling a critical request to access the hub interface; 

Figure 5 illustrates one embodiment of a wired-or implementation; 

Figure 6A is a clock diagram for one embodiment of the operation of a PMPT 

wire; 

Figure 6B is a clock diagram for another embodiment of the operation of a 
15 PMPT wire; 

Figure 6C is a clock diagram for yet another embodiment of the operation of a 
PMPT wire; 
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Detailed Description 

A method and mechanism for distinguishing request types across a point to 
point half duplex interconnect in a computer system is described. In the following 
detailed description of the present invention numerous specific details are set forth in 
5 order to provide a thorough understanding of the present invention. However, it will 
be apparent to one skilled in the art that the present invention may be practiced without 
these specific details. In other instances, well-known structures and devices are shown 
in block diagram form, rather than in detail, in order to avoid obscuring the present 
invention. 

10 Figure 1 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a computer system 100. 

Computer system 100 includes a central processing unit (CPU) 102 coupled to bus 
105. In one embodiment, CPU 102 is a processor in the Pentium® family of 
processors including the Pentium® II processor family and Pentium® m processors 
available from Intel Corporation of Santa Clara, California. Alternatively, other CPUs 

15 may be used. 

A memory control hub (MCH) 1 10 is also coupled to bus 105. MCH 1 10 may 
include a memory controller 1 12 that is coupled to a main system memory 115. Main 
system memory 1 15 stores data and sequences of instructions that are executed by CPU 
102 or any other device included in system 100. In one embodiment, main system 
20 memory 115 includes dynamic random access memory (DRAM). However, main 

system memory 1 15 may be implemented using other memory types. Additional 
devices may also be coupled to bus 105, such as multiple CPUs and/or multiple system 
memories. 
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MCH 110 may also include a graphics interface 113 coupled to a graphics 

accelerator 130. In one embodiment, graphics interface 1 13 is coupled to graphics 
accelerator 130 via an accelerated graphics port (AGP) that operates according to a 
Specification Revision 2.0 interface developed by Intel Corporation of Santa Clara, 
5 California. In addition, MCH 1 10 includes a hub interface controller 120. Interface 
controller 120 is used to couple MCH 1 10 to an input/output control hub (ICH) 140 via 
a hub interface A. ICH 140 provides an interface to input/output (I/O) devices within 
computer system 100. ICH 140 also includes a hub interface controller 120 that is used 
for coupling to MCH 110. 

10 ICH 140 may include other interface controllers 120. For example, a second 

interface controller 120 may be coupled to a network interface 160 via a hub interface 
B. Nevertheless, one of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that other hub interface 
controllers 120 may be coupled to other devices. 

Devices coupled together via a hub interface may be referred to as hub interface 

15 agents. A hub interface agent that is positioned closer to CPU 102 in computer system 
100 in terms of travel distance may be referred to as an upstream agent, while an agent 
that is further away from CPU 102 is referred to as a downstream agent. For example, 
for the MCH 1 10/ICH 140 hub interface, MCH 1 10 is the upstream agent and ICH 140 
is the downstream agent. 

20 ICH 140 may also include a PCI bridge 146 that provides an interface to a PCI 

bus. PCI bridge 146 provides a data path between CPU 102 and peripheral devices. 
Devices that may be coupled to PCI bus 142 include an audio device 150 and a disk 
drive 155. However, one of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that other devices 
may be coupled to PCI bus 142. In addition, one of ordinary skill in the art will 



recognize that CPU 102 and MCH 1 10 could be combined to form a single chip. 
Further graphics accelerator 130 may be included within MCH 1 10 in other 
embodiments. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of one embodiment of MCH 1 10 coupled to ICH 
5 140 via hub interface A. A hub interface is a mechanism for connecting main building 
blocks of the core logic of a computer system, such as computer system 100, via a 
relatively narrow and relatively high bandwidth data path. Between individual 

components in computer system 100, such as between MCH 1 10 and ICH 140, the 

connection is implemented in a point-to-point fashion. According to one embodiment, 
10 transfer of information across the hub interface bus is accomplished using a packet- 
based split-transaction protocol. Hub interfaces will be discussed in more detail below. 

The hub interface includes a bi-directional data path 251, a stop signal wire 
253, a request A (RQA) signal wire 254, a request B (RQB) signal wire 255, a clock 
(CLK) signal wire 257 and data strobe (STROBE) signal wires 258. According to one 
1 5 embodiment, data path 25 1 is 8 binary bits wide. However, data path 25 1 may be any 
width (e.g., 16, 32, etc.) in other embodiments. Stop signal 253 is a bi-directional 
signal used for flow control. According to one embodiment, stop signal 253 is 
transmitted from a first agent to a second agent in order to indicate that the buffers of 
the first agent is full and that the first agent cannot continue to receive data from the 
20 second agent. Consequently, the second agent stops the transmission of data. 

RQA signal 254 and RQB signal 255 are request signals that, during normal 
system operation, are asserted in order to request control of the hub interface. 
STROBE signals 258 are used to synchronize data into a hub agent while operating in a 
source synchronous mode. According to one embodiment, STROBE signals 258 may 



clock data at four times the frequency of the clock signal. Alternatively, STROBE 
signals 258 may operate at a multiple of the clock signal other than four. For example, 
STROBE signals 258 may run at a rate of eight times that of the clock signal 257. 
Further, hub interface A may include other signal paths, such as a reset signal for 
5 resetting system 100. 

A preempt (PMPT) wire 259 is also included in the hub interface. PMPT wire 
259 indicates a request by one agent to preempt the grant tenure of the interface by the 
other agent request (critical or best effort) received at one end (e.g., agent A (MCH 

1 10)) of the hub interface relative to the grant, if any, in progress at the agent at the 

10 opposite end (e.g., agent B (ICH 140)). According to one embodiment, PMPT wire 
259 is implemented using an alternating ownership wire. The alternating ownership 
wire may be clocked by the common clock signal 257. In one embodiment, PMPT 

wire 259 is asserted for the duration a request waits to be granted. In the following, 
PMPT wire 259 is asserted whenever the PMPT signal is driven to a logical 1 value 

15 and de-asserted whenever the PMPT signal is driven to a logical 0 value. 

Figure 3 is a block diagram of a PMPT wire 259 segment of a hub interface. 
According to one embodiment, MCH 1 10 and ICH 140 each include control logic 330 
coupled via PMPT wire 259. Control logic 330 at each end of the hub interface detects 
when PMPT wire 259 is asserted at the opposite end of the interface, indicating a 

20 critical request. According to one embodiment, control logic 330 may assert the PMPT 
wire 259 on any clock edge during which the requesting agent owns access to the 
interface. According to one embodiment, ownership of PMPT wire 259 tracks the 
ownership of data path 251 by the opposite end with a one clock pipeline delay. An 
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agent may assert PMPT wire 259 on any clock edge during which it owns PMPT wire 
259 and has a critical request. 

According to one embodiment, an agent may sample PMPT wire 259 only if 
the opposite end owned PMPT wire 259 at the previous clock edge. An agent is 
5 granted ownership of PMPT wire 259 one clock cycle after the agent at the other end of 
the interface begins to drive data on data path 251 until one clock after it stops driving 
the data path. In one embodiment, PMPT wire 259 is asserted for a critical request and 
is de-asserted for a best effort request. However one of ordinary skill in the art will 
appreciate that the signals may be reversed. 

10 MCH 1 10 and ICH 140 also include slice timers 350. Slice timers 350 keep 

track of the amount of time a particular agent has maintained control of the hub 
interface. According to one embodiment, an agent relinquishes control of the interface 
if a predetermined time interval counted by its slice timers 350 has elapsed and the 
agent at the opposite end of the interface is requesting access. One of ordinary skill in 

15 the art will appreciate that slice timers 350 may be external to MCH 1 10 and ICH 140. 

If agent A samples PMPT wire 259 asserted, then agent A uses this signaling of 
a critical request from the opposite end to relinquish its use of the interface to the 
opposite end as soon as convenient. The exact point at which agent A relinquishes its 
ownership of the interface depends on the current request packet and perhaps agent A's 

20 next requests in the same timeslice. According to one embodiment, the simplest policy 
is to compare with the current request packet. Thus, if agent A samples PMPT wire 
259 asserted and agent A's current request packet is a best effort request, agent A 
should relinquish the interface as soon as possible (e.g. at the end of the next cache line 
or end of the current packet, whichever is first). However, if agent A's current request 



packet is critical, then agent A's ownership of the interface continues until either the 

next request is a best effort request or the end of agent A's timeslice. 

Figure 4 is a flow diagram of one embodiment of the operation of the hub 
interface agents upon one agent (e.g., agent A) signaling a critical request to access the 
5 hub interface. In such an embodiment, control logic 330 in agent A may assert PMPT 
wire 259 on any clock edge during which the agent owns access to PMPT wire 259 and 
has a critical request. As described above, agent A owns access to PMPT wire 259 
from one clock after the agent at the opposite end (e.g., agent B) begins to drive the 

hub interface until one clock after agent B stops driving the hub interface. In addition, 
10 ownership of PMPT wire 259 tracks the ownership of the hub interface by agent B with 
a one base clock delay. Also, an agent may sample PMPT wire 259 if the agent at the 
opposite end owned access to PMPT wire 259 at the previous clock edge. 

Referring to Figure 4, access to the hub interface is requested by agent A at 
process block 410. According to one embodiment, a best effort access request may be 

15 upgraded to critical. Such a request is upgraded by asserting PMPT wire 259 during 
the agent's control of PMPT wire 259. At process block 420, it is determined whether 
agent B has control of the interface. If agent B does not have control of the hub 
interface, agent A is eventually granted control of the interface, process block 430. 
However, if agent B has control of the hub interface, PMPT wire 259 is asserted, 

20 indicating a critical request, process block 440. At process block 445, agent A waits 

until it is granted control of the interface. 

At process block 450, agent B samples PMPT wire 259. At process block 455, 
agent B receives the asserted signal and compares the request type of agent A and the 
request in progress at agent B. At process block 460, it is determined whether the 



interface access at agent B is critical or best effort. If the access at agent B is critical, it 
is determined whether slice timer 350 within agent B has expired, process block 465. 
The expiration of slice time 350 indicates that agent B has owned the interface for too 
long, and is not to retain access. If the slice timer has not expired, agent B maintains 
5 control of the hub interface until the end of the timeslice, process block 470. 

According to one embodiment, a best effort grant at an agent in control of the hub 
interface may be upgraded from best effort to critical during the grant. If the access at 

agent B is best effort or slice timer 350 at agent B has expired, agent B relinquishes 
control of the hub interface at the next convenient point, process block 480. At process 

10 block 480, control of the hub interface is granted to agent A. 

Figure 6A is a clock diagram for one embodiment of the operation of PMPT 
wire 259. This embodiment illustrates the operation of the hub interface when idle and 
a critical or best effort request is received from agent A, which is a least recently used 
agent. A request signal to access the hub interface is asserted internal to agent A 

15 during clock period 0. Since the interface is idle and agent A is the least recently 

serviced agent, agent A is immediately granted control and begins to drive data on the 
interface at clock period 1. RQA signal 254 is subsequently asserted by agent A and 
sampled at agent B at clock period 2. As described above, agent B is not granted 
ownership of PMPT wire 259 until one clock period (e.g., clock period 2) after agent A 

20 begins to transmit data. However, in this scenario, agent B does not request access of 
the interface. Therefore, agent B does not assert PMPT wire 259. 

Figure 6B is a clock diagram for another scenario of the operation of PMPT 

wire 259. Figure 6B illustrates the case where the interface is idle, a request is 

received from least recently used agent A, and agent B has a simultaneous or 



subsequent request. Agent A gains the initial access to the interface. This scenario 
begins the same as the scenario depicted in Figure 6A. However, RQB 255 is asserted 
at clock period 1, indicating a request by agent B. During clock period 2, when agent 
B first gains ownership of PMPT wire 259, agent B asserts PMPT wire 259 indicating 
a critical request. Agent A completes the transmission of data at clock period 6. 
However, a one clock turnaround occurs between clock periods 6 and 7 before agent B 
begins to drive data at clock period 7. Agent A is granted ownership of PMPT wire 

259 at clock period 8, one clock period after agent B begins to transmit data. However, 

agent A does not request access of the interface. Therefore, agent A de-asserts PMPT 
wire 259. 

Figure 6C is a clock diagram for yet another embodiment of the operation of 
PMPT wire 259. This embodiment illustrates the case where the interface is idle and 
both agents A and B request the interface. In this case agent A is again the least 
recently serviced, but agent B has asserted its request (RQB) one clock earlier and 
hence agent B wins ownership of the interface. In such a scenario, agent B gains the 
initial access to the interface. Agent B begins to transmit data at clock period 1. As a 
result, agent A gains ownership of PMPT wire 259 during clock period 2. Initially, the 

agent A request is a best effort request (e.g., agent A does not assert PMPT wire 259). 
However, during clock period 4, agent B asserts PMPT wire 259, indicating an upgrade 
to a critical request. Agent B completes the transmission of data at clock period 6. As 
described above, a one clock turnaround occurs between clock periods 6 and 7 before 

agent A begins to drive data at clock period 7. Agent B is granted ownership of PMPT 

wire 259 at clock period 8. However, agent B does not request access of the interface. 
Therefore, agent B de-asserts PMPT wire 259. 
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The foregoing describes one of several embodiments and its variations. In 
another embodiment, the duration PMPT wire 259 is asserted to indicate a critical 
request is a pulse of one clock duration, instead of for the remaining tenure of PMPT 
wire 259 ownership (e.g., the duration a request waits to be granted) as shown 
5 previously. Yet another embodiment is to change the semantics associated with PMPT 
wire 259 such that PMPT wire 259 can be asserted immediately upon requesting the 
interface without waiting one clock for PMPT wire ownership to track the ownership 
of the data wires 251. In this embodiment, PMPT wire 259 remains asserted, as in the 
previous embodiments, if a new critical request is presented while the opposite agent 

10 owns the interface. 

However, if the interface is idle and the most recently serviced agent has a 
critical request, then PMPT wire 259 is asserted in this embodiment. When the 
interface is idle, the least recently serviced agent provisionally has the grant of the 
interface (which may be lost if the most recently serviced agent asserts a request and no 

15 request from the least recently serviced agent claims the interface). Thus the least 
recently serviced agent does not need to communicate the request type. 

Moreover, the most recently serviced agent may communicate the request type 
by asserting PMPT wire 259 if it has a critical request. The request type may be 
communicated since the least recently serviced agent may be granted access to the hub 

20 interface between the time the most recently serviced agent samples the other agent's 
request signal and the time the agent asserts its own request signal. In the case where 
there is a tie between the most recently serviced agent and the least recently serviced 
agent (e.g., simultaneous presentation of access requests at both agents), the least 
recently serviced agent gains access to the hub interface event if the least recently 
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serviced agent is a best effort request and the most recently serviced agent is a critical 
request. 

According to one embodiment, PMPT wire 259 is implemented using wired-or 
signals. Figure 5 illustrates one embodiment of a wired-or implementation. Drivers 
410 are included within each agent on the hub interface. According to one 
embodiment, drivers 410 are tri-state buffers that drive the critical indication signal 
onto input/output (I/O) pads 420. The critical indication signal is subsequently 
transmitted from one I/O pad 420 to the other via PMPT wire 259. 

The wired-or signal permits the indication signal to be transmitted via a single 
wire without additional circuit complexity of managing ownership and turnaround of 

indication signal wire 259. According to one embodiment, an extra clock cycle is 
allowed for the rise time of critical signals. In another embodiment, the assertion of the 
PMPT wire 259 is delayed by one clock if the PMPT wire was asserted in the previous 
clock. 

PMPT wire 259 enables the distinction of best effort and critical requests at a 
hub interface. The distinction is made via a shared wire such that the pin count of each 
agent is only increased by one. Although the present invention has been described with 
reference to a hub interface between MCH 1 10 and ICH 140 (e.g., hub interface A), 
one of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate that the present invention may be 
implemented at other hub interfaces (e.g., hub interface (HI) B in Figure 1). Further, 

one of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that the invention may be implemented at 
interfaces in arbitration systems that do not include hub interfaces. 

Whereas many alterations and modifications of the present invention will no 
doubt become apparent to a person of ordinary skill in the art after having read the 
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foregoing description, it is to be understood that any particular embodiment shown and 
described by way of illustration is in no way intended to be considered limiting. 
Therefore, references to details of various embodiments are not intended to limit the 
scope of the claims which in themselves recite only those features regarded as the 
invention. 
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CLAIMS 
What is claimed is: 



1 1. A computer system comprising: 

2 a first agent; 

3 a point to point half duplex interface coupled to the first agent; and 

4 a second agent coupled to the point to point half duplex interface, 

5 wherein the first agent is adaptable to transmit a signal to the second agent via a 

6 first component of the interface indicating the type of access of the interface the 

7 first agent is requesting. 

1 2. The computer system of claim 1 wherein the second agent is adaptable to 

2 transmit a signal to the first agent via the first component of the interface indicating the 

3 type of access of the interface the second agent is requesting. 

1 3. The computer system of claim 1 wherein the signal indicates that the request to 

2 access the interface is a critical request. 

1 4. The computer system of claim 1 wherein the signal indicates that the request to 

2 access the interface is a best effort request. 

1 5. The computer system of claim 3 wherein the first component of the interface is 

2 a preempt wire, 
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1 6. The computer system of claim 3 wherein the first agent preempts access of the 

2 interface by the second agent if the second agent is a best effort access or a timer 

3 corresponding to the second agent has expired. 

1 7. The computer system of claim 3 wherein the second agent retains access of the 

2 interface if the second agent is a critical access and a timer corresponding to the second 

3 agent has expired. 

1 8. The computer system of claim 5 wherein the preempt wire is a single, half 

2 duplex wire, shared by the first and second agents. 

1 9. The computer system of claim 1 wherein the signal is adaptable to be upgraded 

2 from a best effort request to a critical request. 

1 10. A computer system comprising: 

2 a memory control hub (MCH); 

3 a first point to point interface coupled to the MCH; and 

4 an input/output control hub (ICR) coupled to the point to point 

5 interface, wherein the MCH is adaptable to transmit a signal to the ICH via a 

6 first component of the interface indicating the type of access of the interface the 

7 MCH is requesting. 
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1 11. The computer system of claim 10 wherein the ICH is adaptable to transmit a 

2 signal to the MCH via the first component of the interface indicating the type of access 

3 of the interface the ICH is requesting the MCH. 

1 12, The computer system of claim 10 wherein the signal indicates that the request 

2 to access the interface is a critical request. 

1 13. The computer system of claim 10 wherein the signal indicates that the request 

2 to access the interface is a best effort request. 

1 14. The computer system of claim 12 wherein the MCH preempts access of the 

2 interface by the ICH if the ICH is a best effort access or a timer corresponding to the 

3 ICH has expired. 

1 15. The computer system of claim 12 wherein the ICH retains access of the 

2 interface if the ICH is a critical access and a timer corresponding to the second agent 

3 has expired. 

1 16. A method comprising: 

2 a first agent requesting a critical access to a point to point half duplex interface; 

3 determining whether a second agent has control of the interface; 

4 if so, asserting a preempt component of the interface at the first agent; and 

5 waiting for control of the interface to be granted to the first agent. 
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1 17. The method of claim 17 further comprising granting control of the interface to 

2 the first agent if the second agent does not have control of the interface. 

1 18. The method of claim 17 further comprising: 

2 the second agent sampling the asserted preempt component of the interface; 

3 determining whether the current access of the interface at the second agent is a 

4 critical access; and 

5 if not, relinquishing control of the interface by the second agent. 

1 19. The method of claim 18 further comprising granting control of the interface to 

2 the first agent after the second agent has relinquished control. 

1 20. The method of claim 18 further comprising: 

2 determining whether a timer has expired if the current access of the interface at 

3 the second agent is a critical access; 

4 if so, relinquishing control of the interface by the second agent; and 

5 granting control of the interface to the first agent. 

1 21. The method of claim 1 8 further comprising: 

2 determining whether a timer has expired if the current access of the interface at 

3 the second agent is a critical access; and 

4 if not, retaining control of the interface at the second agent. 
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22. The method of claim 17 wherein the first agent asserts the preempt component 
of the interface one clock cycle after the second agent is granted control of the 
interface. 

23. The method of claim 17 wherein the preempt component of the interface is 
asserted for the duration the first agent waits to be granted control of the interface. 

24. The method of claim 17 wherein the preempt component of the interface is 

asserted for a one clock cycle duration. 

25. The method of claim 17 further comprising upgrading the requested access to 
the point to point half duplex interface from a best effort request to the critical request. 
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ABSTRACT OF THE DISCLOSURE 

According to one embodiment, a computer system is disclosed. The computer 
system includes a first agent, a point to point half duplex interface coupled to the first 
agent and a second agent coupled to the first point to point half duplex interface. The 
first agent is adaptable to transmit a signal to the second agent via a first component of 
the interface indicating the type of data traffic to be transmitted to the second agent. 
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